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"V:ewed in its entirety, a quarter century of institutional 
history is like a watch in the night: occasions of 
public excitement or alarm are diligently recorded, 
while private moments of conversation, 
contemplation and discovery go undocumented. 
For a place such as Furman this focus is 
particularly unfortunate, because the university's 
most significant contributions are not inscribed 
in its public history but are written in the auto­
biographies of the students, alumni, faculty, staff and 
friends who have been enriched by its influence. 
Nevertheless, reflecting on an institution's past 
can serve a higher purpose than mere chronicling. 
It helps to identify developments in the past and 
trajectories in the present that are likely to set the 
stage for the future. 
Numerous issues in Furman's recent history are 
worth considering: the growth of the university's 
endowment to the current $260 million, the rise in 
annual alumni support to over 50 percent, the 
stronger academic credentials of the student body, 
the increase in faculty publications and grants 
received, the successes of athletic teams, and many 
others. But as Alfred S. Reid, Bennette E. Geer 
Professor of Literature, wrote at the close of his 
assessment of 150 years of Furman's history in the 
summer 1976 issue of Furman Magazine, "A college, 
of course, is more than issues. It is people." Indeed, 
a college is its students, faculty, administrators, staff, 
trustees, alumni and friends. 
The last 25 years at Furman have brought 
changes in three of these groups- faculty, students 
and trustees- that are likely to have a major effect 
on the nature of the university for years to come. 
S ince 1975, the Furman faculty has undergone 
considerable expansion. The 1975-76 catalogue 
listed 170 faculty members of record, including part­
time professors. For 1999-00, the number was 253. 
This 48 percent increase in size has had positive 
implications for the curriculum, as a much greater 
variety of courses is now offered. In addition, 
academic programs such as Asian Studies and 
Communication Studies have been added, and other 
programs, such as Earth and Environmental Sciences 
(formerly Geology) and Chemistry, which now offers 
the American Chemical Society certification, have 
been expanded. 
However, the pressure on academic facilities 
during this period of personnel and program 
expansion became extreme. For a time the strain 
was mitigated by enclosing porches in Plyler and 
Furman halls, as well as by partitioning classrooms 
into offices. The completion of the Roe Art Building 
in 1986 and of Riley and Johns halls in the 1990s 
helped alleviate some of the pressure, and additional 
construction, expansion and renovations are 
providing offices, classrooms, laboratories, studios 
and other spaces to support the collaborative 
enterprises associated with Furman's commitment 
to engaged learning and multidisciplinary study. 
The expansion of the faculty over the last 25 
years has included a marked increase in the number 
of women. In 1975-76, 127 members of the faculty 
listed in the catalogue held earned doctorates. Only 
seven of them, or 6 percent, were women. The 
picture was quite different in 1999-00, when 54 
(25 percent) of the 215 faculty with earned doctorates 
were women. Furthermore, the current trajectory 
suggests these numbers are increasing, as more than 
half (29) of these women have joined the faculty 
since 1990. 
While Furman has not yet arrived at a "gender­
balanced" faculty, the nearly eight-fold increase in 
the number of women scholars has enriched the 
academic and intellectual community through the 
empowerment and effectiveness of a wider range of 
voices and perspectives. In the last decade it has 
become routine for women to serve as department 
chairs (still a novelty in the 1980s), and women 
have moved from the faculty ranks into adminis­
trative positions. 
It remains to be seen how far and how fast 
opportunities will continue to emerge for women at 
Furman. The institution's relatively small size limits 
the number of opportunities for advancement for 
faculty and staff alike, but it appears that by the end 
of the 1990s the playing field was becoming more 
level. 
The faculty is more diverse in other ways, as is 
evident in the geographical distribution of the 
doctoral institutions from which faculty receive their 
degrees. In 1975-76, 69 percent of the faculty with 
doctorates had earned them at universities located 
in the Southeast or Deep South. In 1999-00, only 
44 percent held doctorates from these regions. 
This remarkable shift reflects an important change 
in institutional culture. In his Furman Magazine 
article, excerpted from his 1976 history of the 
university, Alfred Reid suggested that as a result of 
the construction of the current campus and the far­
sighted and ambitious leadership of President Gordon 
W. Blackwell, Furman was successfully making the 
transition from a "local" college to a "regional" one. 
However, Blackwell's goal for Furman was "excellence 
by national standards." It appears that his successors, 
John E. Johns and David E. Shi, along with their 
academic deans and the chairs of academic 
departments, have recruited faculty commensurate 
with the vision Blackwell brought to Furman in 
1965. 
A national liberal arts college requires a national 
faculty. The years 1975 to 2000 will stand as the 
period in Furman's history when the mode of 
recruiting moved from the question, "Who is the 
best person available from Chapel Hill this year?" 
to "Where are the best programs in this field, and 
who are the best people available?" 
A national faculty raises the sights of the 
institution and its students beyond regionalism. 
Faculty who come from the top graduate programs 
send their students to the same institutions. Furman's 
national standing will only increase as faculty 
recruited from the best doctoral programs encourage 
their students to follow their path. 
A quarter-century after Reid pronounced Furman 
to be on the road from a local to a regional university, 
it is evident that Furman is on the road again. If 
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there is a harbinger for the future, it might be in the 
increase (from six to 16) in the number of Furman 
faculty who have received at least one of their degrees 
from an institution outside the United States. The 
faculty may already be experiencing the beginnings 
of its next major change- internationalization. 
A second development of import over the last 
25 years is the changing face of the students. Between 
1975 and 2000, the student body expanded from 
2, 104 undergraduates to 2,632, an increase of 25 
percent. But because the campus was constructed 
to accommodate 1, 700, Furman was attempting to 
handle more than half-again as many students as its 
facilities were designed to serve. And nowhere, 
aside from the strains on academic space, were 
the problems more evident than in the lack of 
housing. 
With most juniors and seniors living off campus, 
the residence halls were essentially junior-college 
enclaves, with sophomores serving as the primary 
role models for freshmen. Restoring the residential 
nature of the college by adding apartment-style 
housing for juniors and seniors had been on the 
drawing board in the 1980s, but the plans were 
shelved because of financial concerns. The recent 
construction of North Village finally addressed this 
need, and there is every reason to expect that re­
establishing Furman as a fully residential institution 
will reshape student life in important ways, some of 
which are undoubtedly not even apparent yet. 
An interesting and inadvertent feature of the 
increase in the student population during the 1980s 
is that Furman is now considerably larger than the 
liberal arts colleges with which it traditionally has 
been compared - Davidson, Rhodes, Sewanee and 
others. At the same time, Furman is considerably 
smaller than a cluster of small private research 
universities - Wake Forest, Duke, Vanderbilt 
and Emory- with which it competes for students. 
This distinctive size fills a clear niche in the market. 
Furman is large enough to offer a wider array of 
programs than the smaller colleges, yet small enough 
to be more effective than the larger universities at 
providing students with personal attention from a 
faculty dedicated to undergraduate teaching and 
learning. 
As with the faculty, there have been significant 
shifts in the student population as it has increased 
in size. In terms of gender balance, the makeup of 
the student body has reversed itself in the last 25 
years. This is in keeping with a national trend: 
more women than men are attending college, and 
more women are choosing selective institutions. In 
1975, 55 percent of the Furman student body was 
male and 45 percent female. In 1999, the figures 
were 55 percent women, 45 percent men. 
Furman and other historically church-related 
colleges in the South have also witnessed an increase 
in the number of Roman Catholic students. In 1975, 
6 percent of Furman undergraduates identified 
themselves as Roman Catholic; in 1999, 12 percent 
did. Baptists, meanwhile, declined from 36 percent 
in 197 5 to 2 7 percent in 1999. In one of the most 
competitive areas of student recruitment, the 
minority student population doubled from 4 percent 
in 1975 to 8 percent in 1999. 
A notable shift has occurred in the percentage 
of South Carolina students, which declined from 54 
percent in 1975 to 32 percent in 1999. Still, the 
student body remains overwhelmingly Southern. 
In 1975, only 9 percent of Furman students declared 
their residence to be in states outside the Southeast 
and Deep South. In 1999, although the number of 
students from other regions had increased, the 
percentage was essentially unchanged ( 10 percent). 
Clearly, the decline in students from Furman's home 
state has been offset by increases from surrounding 
states, a development that confirms Reid's suggestion 
of the growing regional reputation of Furman in the 
mid- 1970s. 
However, this stubbornly regional composition 
of Furman's student body raises an interesting 
question about the university's national ambitions: 
Is it necessary to have a national student body to 
achieve national prominence? The answer, though 
certainly debatable: probably not. Because studies 
have shown that most undergraduates attend a 
college within 300 miles of their home, Furman is 
not in fact competing for students with Bowdoin, 
Haverford and Williams. To build a student body 
of national caliber, Furman must succeed instead in 
attracting the very best students in its own region. 
In the student population, as among faculty, 
there is also a hint of a possible development beyond 
the national to the international. Thanks to the 
success in recruiting by the Office of International 
Education, as well as by athletic programs, the 
number of international students at Furman has 
increased from 12 students representing nine 
countries in 197 5 to 80 students from 39 countries 
in 1999. International students still make up only 
3 percent of the student body, so it is too soon to 
know whether or not this change over 25 years is 
an indication of a development that will contribute 
to the face of the Furman student body in any 
significant way. 
The third development in the last quarter century 
that promises to shape the Furman of the future is 
the changing face of its trustees. In 1975, all 25 
members of the board of trustees were Baptists from 
South Carolina. In 1999, the board consisted of32 
members from nine states. 
This expanded and more diverse group was 
drawn from the region where Furman's student and 
alumni base was strongest: 29 of the 32 members 
were residents of the southeastern United States. 
Roughly a third of them were Baptists, and one 
member was Jewish. If, as Reid contended, Furman 
was becoming a regional college in the 1970s, the 
university finally arrived at a regional board of 
trustees in the 1990s. Furthermore, as Furman's 
alumni support continues to expand on a national 
level, it is likely that more trustees will be drawn 
from a wider geographical area. 
This change in the composition of the trustees 
was not a gradual process but the result of a series 
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of dramatic and tumultuous events that embroiled 
the university in political and legal conflicts with 
the South Carolina Baptist Convention (SCBC). 
The dispute over governance in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s developed into a battle over the very 
nature and identity of the institution. 
The face of the trustees first began to change in 
1988 with an occurrence that alarmed many on the 
Furman campus, as well as its alumni and friends. 
Nominated and elected by the SCBC, Furman's 
trustees were customarily selected by the convention's 
nominating committee from a list of individuals 
submitted to the committee by the Furman 
administration. In 1988, in an unprecedented move 
by that committee, only two of the five new nominees 
were taken from Furman's list of desirable trustees. 
It quickly became evident that the committee had 
fallen under the influence of the fundamentalist 
movement that had risen to ascendancy in the 
Southern Baptist Convention beginning in 1979. 
In the mid- 1980s, this national movement had 
already succeeded in gaining control of the board of 
the smallest of the six Southern Baptist seminaries, 
Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake 
Forest, N.C., an institution to which typically a 
dozen or more Furman graduates a year would 
matriculate. To many observers of Baptist politics, 
it was clear that Furman had fallen into the crosshairs 
of one of the most successful political juggernauts 
in the history of American denominationalism. 
In 1989, two more trustees were elected that 
were not from Furman's list. Equally threatening 
was the prospect that the most likely successful 
candidate for the presidency of the SCBC in 1990 
was an individual associated with the fundamentalist 
movement on both the state and national levels. 
In light of the decade of control and consolidation 
of power by the fundamentalist movement nationally, 
moderate Baptists in South Carolina saw the prospect 
of the election of a fundamentalist president as a 
point of no return for the SCBC and for Furman. 
In response to the gathering cloud, the president 
of the Furman Alumni Association, David Ellison, 
appointed an ad hoc task force to investigate the 
university's options. A group of five alumni attorneys 
working under the aegis of this task force discovered 
that Furman's legal standing under the state Non­
Profit Corporation Statute of 1900 would permit 
the trustees to amend the university's charter without 
the approval of the SCBC. 
On October 15, 1990, in a special meeting of 
the board, the trustees took the historic action of 
voting to amend the charter and the bylaws of the 
university to make the board self-perpetuating. That 
day, 18 South Carolina Baptists, duly elected by 
their convention, stood up for Furman's academic, 
intellectual and religious freedom. Their action 
stands with Furman's inclusion in The Duke 
Endowment indenture and the construction of the 
current campus as the three most influential 
developments in the university's history over the 
last 100 years. 
In spite of sustained efforts on the part of 
representatives of Furman and of the SCBC to forge 
a revised relationship between the convention and 
the university, the "aU-or-nothing" attitude of the 
fundamentalist wing of the convention prevailed. 
On May 1 5, 1 992, the SCBC voted in a special 
session attended by more than 4,800 messengers 
from churches across the state to end its 1 66-year 
relationship with Furman. 
As one of the "issues- resolved and unresolved 
- in Furman's 1 50-year history," Alfred Reid's article 
contended in 1976, "The overriding issue in Furman's 
past is its church-related identity." His assessment 
is no less pertinent in 2000, a mere eight years 
removed from the separation, and the issue is no 
more "resolved" today than it was then. 
In the aftermath of the break with the con­
vention, the trustees sought to make it clear that 
their only intention was to change Furman's mode 
of governance, not its nature and identity. On 
May 2 1 , 1 992, they adopted a revised "Character 
and Values Statement" as "an attempt to identify 
and clarify the university's character and values to 
its faculty, administrators, staff, students, and other 
constituencies." This document affirms that Furman 
"intends to remain faithful to its free-church heritage 
in the Baptist tradition" by being 
"a place of relentless search for truth through 
rigorous intellectual discipline. Such a search 
is conducted only in an atmosphere free of 
provincial restrictions. Such a university must 
zealously guard its freedom to look for truth 
wherever it is to be found. Furthermore, the 
university understands its mission to be not 
only the transmission of knowledge, attitudes, 
values, and faith, but also the continual 
examination and correction of these areas of 
university life in the light of continuing 
discovery and integration of truth. The 
university, which is the natural arena for such 
an engagement, is committed to having 
teachers who find learning exciting and are 
able to communicate such excitement, and 
students who are intellectually and 
emotionally prepared to respond to the 
challenge." 
The challenge before the entire Furman com­
munity, both now and in the future, is to live out 
its mission, character and values as framed by the 
trustees who set it free. 
Jeffrey S .  Rogers is associate academic dean and Dana 
Associate Professor of Religion at Furman , where he 
has taught since 1 988 . He hold.s a Ph.D. from Princeton 
Theological Seminary . 
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